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Prospects for a
successful rape
crop

Blackleg lesion on rape cotyledons
Enlargement of lesion. Distinctive
small black bodies clearly visible within
the lesion.

By M . J. BarbeHi, A. G. P. Brown
and P. McR. Wood,
Plant Pathologists

Since the disastrous 1972 season,
when blackleg disease reached
epidemic proportions, rapeseed production has declined dramatically.
With attractive prices for rapeseed
in prospect (price November 1974
Can. No. 1 c.i.f. Europe $A325 per
tonne), many farmers may be trying
this crop again.
Observation of the few rape
plantings made in 1973 and 1974
showed a marked decline in levels
of blackleg. This is attributed to
the gradual breakdown of infected
trash remaining from the 1971 and
1972 plantings, with a consequent
reduction in number of the windborne ascospores, produced on
trash, which infect new crops.
Experiments in 1973 and 1974
with fungicide seed treatments and
crop sprays have shown that economic control of the disease by these
means is not possible at present; in
general it appears an unpromising
form of control. Crops with measurable blackleg infection at the seedling stage failed because of lodging
from stem cankers.
The long-term solution would
seem to lie in the use of resistant or

tolerant varieties, and in this area
encouraging progress is being made
by Dr. N. Roy, plant breeder in
charge of the rape blackleg resistance breeding programme.
Farmers' experience in recent
years has shown that delayed sowing avoids the worst period of blackleg attack—although increasing delay leads to lower yields and lower
oil content.
Assuming the use of a later sowing date (not before July 1), successful cropping with one of the currently available susceptible varieties
depends on:
• The proximity and amount of
sporulating rape trash.
• The effect of weather conditions
on ascospore dispersal and infection
of young rape seedlings.
If the risk of loss from blackleg
could be assessed early in the season
it would assist in deciding whether
rape would be an economic proposition.
This year it was suggested that
the risk cculd be assessed by sowing
an indicator plot of rape in midMay, in the area set aside for the
proposed main rape planting, and
recording blackleg infection on 100
seedlings at each of several points

along the plot. Assessments should
be made two weeks after germination, and thereafter at weekly intervals.
With good eyesight, or preferably
using a magnifying glass, the distinctive lesions of blackleg can be
recognised on the cotyledons (seed
leaves) as pale greying spots 5 to
10 mm in diameter containing small
black fungal fruiting bodies. An
infection rate of 5 per cent or more
of seedlings would indicate that
ascospores were blowing in from
infected stubbles nearby and the
risk of major losses would be high.
A clean indicator plot would not
be a guarantee of freedom from
blackleg in the later-sown crop but
should at least give a strong indication that the crop would not be
devastated by blackleg.
Rain is needed for ascospore dispersal and infection and if there is
no rain during the test period, disease development will be prevented
in the ind'cator strip. In this case,
absence of disease should not be
taken as an indication of potential
damage in the crop.
Farmers' use of this early warning system in 1975 will be monitored to assess its effectiveness and
reliability.
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